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The 75th anniversary of the death of Mexican revolutionary hero Emiliano Zapata on April 10
provided an opportunity for proponents and opponents of changes in land reform legislation
adopted in 1992 to present their points of view. Debate centered not so much on the actual changes
enacted by President Carlos Salinas de Gortari's administration to Article 27 of the Constitution,
but on the spirit and intention of those changes. Theoretically, the amendments to Article 27
reorganized landholdings to allow residents of ejidos communal landholdings to become involved in
a wide variety of commercial ventures, thus attracting private capital for investment and productive
activities.
Indeed, the government often presents the example of an ejido in San Luis Rio Colorado, Sonora
state, as a model. Ejido landowners, in partnership with Mexican and US developers, are using part
of the collective land for construction of a large industrial park near the Sonora- Arizona border (see
SourceMex 03/17/94). On the other hand, campesino leaders are quick to point out that San Luis Rio
Colorado does not represent an accurate portrayal of the conditions faced by most of Mexico's rural
population.
The uprising by the Zapatista National Liberation Army (Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional,
EZLN), which erupted in the state of Chiapas on Jan. 1, has also focused attention on the land tenure
problems faced by the country's indigenous communities and the rural poor in general. Among
other things, the EZLN which took its name from Emiliano Zapata demanded not only repeal of
the 1992 amendments to Article 27, but also a greater commitment by the government to respect
the land rights of indigenous communities. In commemoration of Zapata's death, thousands of
indigenous and members of campesino groups converged in Mexico City on April 10, expressing
their support for the EZLN's demands.
"The goals of democracy, equality, and social justice can only be achieved with participation of a
broad spectrum of society," read a statement issued by the National Union of Independent Regional
Campesino Organizations (Union Nacional de Organizaciones Campesinas Autonomas, UNORCA).
"Giving access to property for campesinos who lack land represents social justice." On April 15,
in Mexico City, leaders of 300 campesino groups and thousands of supporters marched to the
Chamber of Deputies to ask for repeal of the amendments to Article 27 and for other changes to
help rural agricultural communities. In a petition presented to Deputy Gustavo Carvajal Moreno,
chairman of the committee on government and constitutional matters (Comision de Gobernacion
y Puntos Constitucionales), the campesino leaders made the following demands: * a fundamental
reorientation of government policies on land distribution and ownership. The campesino groups
proposed placing a 50-hectare ceiling on individual holdings of agricultural land. Properties in
excess of this limit would be redistributed in the form of new ejidos to indigenous communities or
rural populations that lack land; * more government support to promote agricultural development
projects on the ejidos; * guaranteed autonomy and democracy among campesino and indigenous
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groups; * restrictions against foreign ownership of farmland anywhere in the country; * measures to
prohibit corporate entities, such as businesses or churches, from owning farmland.
On a related matter, some members of the Chamber of Deputies traveled throughout Mexico in
mid-April to conduct hearings regarding Article 27 and on the rights of indigenous populations,
as spelled out in Article 4 of the Constitution. The legislators collected testimony from 56 different
indigenous groups and promised to act on the recommendations before the scheduled end of the
current legislative session on July 15.
For his part, President Salinas, whose administration pushed through the amendments to Article
27, told agricultural leaders on April 10 there would be no "steps backward" in the agricultural
reforms. Still, speaking to a crowd in Zapata's native state of Morelos, Salinas promised that the
government would continue to promote the ejido system of farming and prevent the return of the
large plantation estates (latifundios), which existed before the 1910 revolution led by Zapata and
Francisco Villa. The renewed debate over Article 27 has assumed even greater importance, since it
overlaps with the presidential campaign ahead of the Aug. 24 elections.
Also speaking in Morelos on April 10, Democratic Revolution Party (PRD) presidential candidate
Cuauhtemoc Cardenas called for the outright repeal of the amendments to Article 27. Cardenas also
proposed a moratorium on the sale or rent of government lands to private individuals and called for
strengthening legislation aimed at preventing the creation of latifundios. Cardenas said he would
promote changes in the Constitution which would allow campesinos to pursue legal claims for land.
For his part, National Action Party (PAN) candidate Diego Fernandez de Cevallos characterized the
amendments to Article 27 as "partial" and "insufficient."
Speaking in Mexico City on April 12, Fernandez said the government must take additional steps
to promote more private investment in the agriculture sector. The PAN candidate said he would
support direct assistance to ejidos and small landholders as well as broad programs that would
improve infrastructure in the rural areas and provide low-interest loans to the agricultural sector.
Finally, PRI candidate Ernesto Zedillo told campesino leaders during a meeting on April 12 he
would support programs that block the creation of latifundios, address the root causes of overdue
debts owed by farmers, and provide sufficient funds for loans at "fair" interest rates.
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